To study whether absolute (m/s) or relative (body lengths/s) speed should be used to compare the vulnerability of differently sized animals, we developed a simple computer simulation. Human 'predators' were asked to 'catch' (mouse-click) prey of different sizes, moving at different speeds across a computer screen. Using the simulation, a prey's chances of escaping predation depended on its speed (faster prey were more difficult to catch than slower prey of the same body size), but also on its size (larger prey were easier to catch than smaller prey at the same speed). Catching time, the time needed to catch a prey, also depended on both prey speed and prey size. Relative prey speed (body lengths/s or body surface/s) was a better predictor of catching time than was absolute prey speed (m/s). Our experiment demonstrates that, in contrast to earlier assertions, per unit body length speed of prey may be more 'ecologically relevant' than absolute speed.
With the recent emphasis on direct measurement of whole-animal performance in physiological ecology and functional morphology, the measurement of maximal locomotor speed has become a popular occupation. This seems warranted for a number of reasons. Many animals run, crawl, swim or fly at high speeds to escape from predators, to catch prey or during intraspecific interactions. Although the exact relationship between speed capacity and survival or reproductive success has seldom been tested empirically (Hertz et al. 1988; see also Formanowicz et al. 1990 ), locomotor speed is usually considered an 'ecologically relevant' trait (Huey & Stevenson 1979) . Speed can be measured with relative ease in laboratory set-ups (e.g. Huey et al. 1984) , and the screening of many individuals is feasible (e.g. Sorci et al. 1995) . In many species, individual measures of maximal locomotor speed seem repeatable over time (e.g. Huey et al. 1990 ). In addition, in the majority of cases studied, the variation in speed capacity between individuals has a genetic basis, making the trait interesting for evolutionary studies (e.g. Tsuji et al. 1989; Sorci et al. 1995) .
Although Hill's model of geometric similarity predicts that locomotor speed should be independent of body size (Hill 1950), more realistic scaling models (elastic similarity, constant stress similarity, McMahon 1984) predict that large animals should run, swim and fly faster than small animals (review in Garland 1983). The majority of empirical studies seem to corroborate the latter prediction (e.g. Zug 1972 Zug , 1978 Heglund et al. 1974; Webb 1978; Garland 1982 Garland , 1983 Garland et al. 1988; Tsuji et al. 1989; Jayne & Bennett 1990; Garland & Losos 1994; Zani & Claussen 1994; Brown & Taylor 1995) .
The dependence of locomotor speed on size poses a problem when animals of different size are compared. Suppose, for instance, that individuals from population A on average sprint faster than individuals from population B. It may then seem reasonable to assume that the second population is more vulnerable to predation than the first. Perhaps one would even like to argue that the sprinting capacity in population A results from selection, caused, for example, by higher predation levels. But suppose that the two populations also differ in mean body size, and that animals from population A are larger than those of population B. How do we compare the velocities of both populations now? Do we correct for the size differences, by expressing velocity on a per unit body length basis (or by comparing size-corrected residual speeds)? Or do we ignore the size difference and just compare absolute speeds? The literature holds examples of both options, but the majority of authors do not argue why they preferred to use either relative or absolute speed.
For example, Elliot et al. (1977) used absolute speeds in a model to predict the outcome of interactions between
